- . " O y 4

- ' . . ® . . ) . - - | b
‘ o o . DOCUMENWT RESOAE . R
_ED 183 710 S - " @D 020 399 .
AUTHOR =~ :L. Chapin, Helen Ge;aciucs' - , .
TITLE ‘ "If fou Seek Justice, Pt a Gift on the Scale": )
) Concepts of Justice in te Ethiic American Y
3 . Literatnre., K '
POB .DATE ‘77 X S .
NOTE . * '20p. 7. L, S SRR
" BDRS'PRECE_ MF01/RCO01 Plus, Postage.

DBSCRIPTQRi', *American Literature: *Authors: *Cross Cultural
T . Studiesy *Ethnic Groups: Ethnicity: *Justile;
‘ Literary Criticism: *Moral .values
ark) ' ) ~
-~ - : o ‘

__ ABSTRACT T

~4§stice:'these views are different from those of the dominant
Anglo-American tradition 'and therefore make up one of the components
"of ethnicity. The author-examines justice as a concept in the
literature ;z[three contéamporarvy American authprq. the Italian
American Pigtro Di. Donato, Nelson Algren (whose descendents were °
Swedes and German Jews), and the %breek American Harry Mark Petrakis.
Two categories of justice are discussed: (1) divine justice, the .
exercise of authority by God which iwplies 2 constant and universal:
soral law: (2) human jus*tice Which is either formal (codified in law)
or informal (meted ou* by familie neighbors, and groups). It is

. found that these writers' views of justice are differe?t‘fron those
of the larget American society in *he following vays: (1) -
self-definition is astained throuah relationships with others tather
thar through lonely self-assertion: (2) informal justice, by
esphasizing relationships with ofhers and responsibilitdes to thenm,
is possible and desirable: (3) formal justice fails as a heans of
attaining equity and fairness: (4) -divine . justice-'is ofte
inscrutable but there is a constan* moral law by which one tries to

"« l1iwe. (Au* hor/BE) ' v .
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Geeks, '"justice

Our word ''justice' derives from the Latin justitia. To the ancient

" vas the first of four .cardinal virtues.lifittingly, the

wrd and idea are central.condépts in the literature of three coﬁtmpoi‘ary _

-

Am’rican_ authors whose roots are 1}1 :on-Anglo Europe: the Italian-—Amerlica.n
Iflett;o Di-&omto; a Swedish GCerman-Jew who writes about the Polish, Nelson
Algfa?; and the Creek™American Harry Mark ?vet.rakis'. Their view of justice is
quite different than tl;at held by writers in the dominant Anglo-American |

t radition. (';‘f, as H{c(haelnﬂovnk, Amirev Greelmy, and other have demonstrated,
ethniicit%an be a point of departure for analyzing American society, then ‘

malyzing such a fundamental idea as concepts of justice in ethnic literature

an yield new 1neigh'ts.w ’

/ .
We generally divide the' concept of justic.e into t? categories, divine ,

ad hunan. Divine justice i# the exercide of authority by god to mintain what

\

is eternally right and to mete out rewards and punishments as deserved. This.

justice may be inscrutable and may or may not, correspond with temporal law,

1]

tut lt implies a mral law that is constant and a vision of universal order.

[n our cenpara{ lives human justice is formal or. informal, and both {m \/ly ~

. social order. Formal Justice iycodifi.ed in laws and administered by govern-—

~

ments and courts. 'Informal justice is meted out by families, neighbors, and

groups. Whether divine or human, fornél or infdrmal, justice ,impliea equity

mnd fairness. The ancient concept carried te' a lngictl conclusion 1is democra—

/h:; that in. customs, conditions, and laws clymgeg but justice rests on thi-

{nherent rights of all.2

[ want to examine concepts of justice in works by Di Donate, Alg‘en.

~ : 3 : ‘
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and Petrakis tor several reasons. FicSt. they are fine writers who have been iggﬁr
. 1 . g ﬂ& -

‘ inadequately recognized in American literkzy criticism. * Each writer has )
. . # - ] . :

-

received some critical attention--a National Book Award for Algren, two nomina-

o

dons for that award for Patrakis., Di Donato has not had recognition on this

—~—

level,‘although he is the oﬂly one of the three fortunate enough to have his

. . : >,
best novel i{n print--Christ in Concrete. . Second, the three have a vantage

- / -
o«

' point between the older European and neweg Americans worlds. Di Donato and - ’

. '.t: - .
<. Petrakis arg second generation Americans and Algren 1§ third generation. These
men do not necessarily consider theméelves ethnic writers--Petrakis, for
‘ . N e ' L . '
. . Y . /
example, rejects the labels "ethni# writer, or Greek writer."3Nevertheless,

~ ~,

~ theirs {s a unique historic¥¢ position that gives them insights into’&£he . oo
!
thoughts and actions of the ffrSt generationh and also a perspective on cantem-

‘porary America. The third reason } have chosen them is that their fiction

. C
tplls us about those 70,000,000 or so of us today-who are of southern,
? o

ﬁéentral, and eastern European stock, descendants of the huiigrants wio f looded
finto the Unitéd States in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
If our concepts of justice seem at add?‘at times Jith those of the larger

Aner {can society, perhaps we can all through literature .come to a better under-
. t ‘ '

,ffg{ standing of this.

Divine jusfice to these ethnics is quite personal. The immigrants
X .
trought with them a faith in destiny apd handEd this on to their descendants,

&

80 tQﬁt Di Donato today remains a devout Roman Catholic, and Petraki{s has
maint{ined an alliance with the Greek Orthodox church.’ Algren's {nherlitance is
i B

unusual--Scandinavian-Zionist on one side, German-Jew on the other, and,

appropriately, he is the t non-conforming believer. b

K Their canepts‘of human equity also differ from those in our dominant

literature. Thefr forebears fled from enormous economic and pdlitical injustice,

/ ( '
- - )

s
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* .
escaping, as Df Donato has said, from "starvation, conscription and crushing

taxes, and‘from cruel, relentlesg toil in a worn out liﬂd. Packed into

steerage ''no differently than livestock," they withatood terrible hardships in

~

order to reach their destination or "destiny,' the promised land for "fortun-

4 .
ate pilgtim(i” Once here, they did not depend on €ormal legal justice from
{ ' -
a sygtem which they either did not understand or perceived as working againse

-

them. Ratherg one survived in America with help from others or by informal

igstiﬁe i In the logic of fulfileent as Richard Gambino has expressed it in

Blood of MnglooH, a study that documents the transference of a value system: -
from Italy to America, the children and grandchildten_o§ ;hese urban pioneers
still belfeve that self-definition is shaped in relations with other people,
institutions, worgg. and even;s.5 One 1is bo;n into comhitments and responsi-
bil;ties, and achieves maturity gnd”selflessness within these relagionships. |
Qur dominant Anglo-American literatuf§; by contrast; has placed great value on
individual{ty~and individual conscioﬁiﬁeas{« e asserts his orvher'imperial
hself b%\rejeccing social tnstitutiongfand 1nvolyement. One findé‘aalgatipn
in lonely self—assertiog. One t;kes to the waods, looks back nostalgically.to
a mythic past, escapes into fantasy, is driven,into madness, or waits
dej?atungly for the end. ‘#*}ustice. whether in the view of Mark Twain or Henry
Adams, Ernest Hemihgwéy or Kurt Vonnegut, is beyond éttainmént.-and the search
for it {s futile. S0 much of this lit?rature admires.unencumbered youth, is
suspicious of adulthood,&hnd is hostile to citf and community life., There is
fn {t spirfitual and metaphysical as well as self isolation A ;ecent scholar’
of white ethnic literature has said that the definition of American literature
has begpdslanted toward literature about the isolato, the uprooted, the
individuadistic; a concept igfiuenced by Enlighgen&gnt theories of individual—

-

{sm and Calvinistic {deas of peérsonal, highly introspective attent fon

(%3
~
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to salvation." By contrast, white ethnic l1iterature deals with individuals
and'their growth ﬁut alwgys in the context of a group: the nucle#r or extended
fam{ly, an ethqié or work group, or the'working.qlass.6

Let me now turn to specific works by-the‘three writers.’ Pieﬁgo'D1

Donato in Christ im Concrete agqnizinély questions all justice. His search

for divine justice is a classic Catholic example of faith tested and affirmed.
. S [
His search for human fairness is very much comnnected to the ethnié experience
' ) - ' '

of being disgppointed by formal justice and tpen.finding help and support

informally. This semi-autobiogtaphiﬁa{ihovel is'set in the 1920's 1n‘Hé7£

Hoboken, New Jersey. dn Good Ftidaf, a regular.unrkduy, tge immigrant bricg
~ mason Geremio protests to his Eggro?i that the un&érpinnings of the building

-
v

they are constructiﬁg are unsafe. The boss keeps

insists the men continue vorking: To describe th‘&b utal Jdenttr scen?, Di
. +

'Dondto takes ima§9é of inert or animal‘forms that seem to

body &o‘an ;'gect (Gne recalls his ob,ervation of people packed like livestock
~ f L

into: ahips), then imagines his father' a last prayer, his human spirit reeching

e

y br divinity, sd& that Geremio becomes more than just the Sum of his parts. Di

s
Donato yokes flower images to thase of wood metal, and ceme?t forming an’®

intense lyrical style that serves to enhance Geremio 8 worth. As the building

/
#

collapses, Gere@iopib\“a worthless sack amongst-:hg.gkﬁnt debris. . . . His
* ' .
jaw splinters, his blue swollen face is smashed ajainst the beams.‘ His

aitstretched arms are ''caught securely through thé meat by thin round bars of

4 ¢
reinforcing steel'':

'Mother mine--mother of Jesu~~Annunziata—-ch1ldren of mine. . , ) Mercy,
oo ' blessed father--salvatfon. [ . . helpme. . . . Jesu, Jesu. . . ." His
\\ mangled vofce trebled hideously, and hung in jerky whimperings. Blood
vessels burst Iike mashed flower stéms. He scréamed, 'Show yourself now,
t

Jesu. . . . ohh, why do you let it happen—where are you? . . .' His

- \
’ 0
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bones cracked mutely and his sanity went sailing distorted in the limbo
of his subconscious, . . (Christ in Concrete, pp. 29-30.

Geremio's crushed bgdy is discovered on' Easter Sunday. *-

The novelist shifts his focus 'to Geremio's son Paul (Di Donato him- “

t

znlf); who at age twelve is the oldest of eight children and must take char35}[ .

&

of the bereft family, Paul's search for justice js at first for legal a
which he finds unsatisfactory. Hﬁen he goes tO'Caim his father's bbdy, the
police are cailous and 1nd1fferen§. fhen a grocer refuses credit-—apove'the
msh refister is a sign, "In God We Trust * * *‘Otl_xe‘rs Pay Cash!:" On tle
worgue-like Municipal Buf.l:;ng wall, Paul reads"JUSTICE'" and "EQUALITY," but

. . B N . 5 -
because Geremio was an alien the family is denied welfare (Christ in Concrete,

L3

4
pp. 74-75). Without means, Paul cannot event attempt to put a little gift on
2 ; - .

.,the scales of justice. Paul's mother's application for workmen's coﬁpensation

—

is delayed by smooth-talking lawyers. One recalls another old Italian saying,
, BN : , ,
"Vhep you say lawer, yt_):i say thief." Paul next seeks less formalized hu‘an

justice and is initiMlly disappointed when a well-fed pr esf gives him cake for

his fam{ly P“t announces he is powerless to dispence charity. But 15&:111&1
' B

\ .' ‘
.Justice {s now achieved" the family members stand together; and members of the

L Italian commuynity help out, Tenement neighbors and frie.ndsi themselves needy,
-

give tffamuy food, clothing, and money, and Geremio's fo r fellow workers

\

arrange for Péul, barely in his teens, to work as a brik:klayer. By é.ontrast,

wre formalized justice again fails. Paul does an adult's jbb but the coﬁpany

1]
-

cheats him on his Fay. Nor does the company make the scaffolds safe. His Uncle

Lulg! is pe?manently injured {n a fall. ‘ v
\ ¢

o [0 Paul, recalling Geremio's cn:cifixicn, divine justice seems to be -

-
l§

.an illusfon. A Jewish friend whose brother was killed in Russia by Czarist
\oldiers. insists to Paul that there {8 no god. Paul dreams that he wanders
*
O
through mazes (f stone and steel into a dead end where his father whispers,

oy ' 1
/

»

\
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"I was cheated, my children also will be crushed, cheated. . ." ¢Christ in .

Concrete, p. 298). When he learns his mother has éancer, a suffering Paul _
. N ,

smashes a crucifix and cries out to her Ahat religion is a 1ie. Paul's soll®:
. . 4 .

tary ego asserts itself: "I vant Justice here! 1 want happiness here' I.want

-

life here!" (Christ in Concrete, p. 306). Annunziata perceives her son's
. : € :
error and strikes him, but as' a symbol of flowering motherhood she then begs

forgiveness and prays that he have faith and that he take care of the younger

children. *It is at this point that Paul reactes understanding and maturity

: «
and accepts his inherited obligations and his fate. e

L4

Rose %. Grééﬁ; in her analysis of Italian~American novels, demonstrates

4
that they are usually affirmative.8 One finds, indeed, that in all Di Bonsto's ..

works men, women, even children can possess real morsl power within their

fates. "Destiny."/'\nirac.lt‘:s," the 'wheel of fate" reappear inJhe Penitent, a
) » u .

powerful Ifalian Dantesque narrative of crime, punishment, and redepption.

. . , .

Twenty-year-old Alessandro Serenelll is brutalizéd‘by endless labor an
A - ‘ ’ ) . '
poverty. He i{s a '"hermit snail"” who is totally self-immersed and therefore

last.g Se;enelli‘tties to rape a twelve-year-old giri, and when Mraia Goretti <
will not yield, he haéks her to death.’ As she dies she forgives him and prays
for his soul, saintly actions that foreshadow her canonization. Serenelli is

) . - . o

without sorrow or regret the f;fst years of imprisonment; then mlowly, pain-

_fully, chrougﬁ dr%ams, revelations, and reading, he transforms his life.

Released from prinn aft?r <§h1mst fhirﬁy years, he dedicates himself tn

¥
‘ «

fatth and good words, Once again, .there is divine justice.
‘ i

Cortradistinctively to this somberness is a strong vein of humor in

much of Di Donato's writing that helps to give it a broad emotional range. If
. \ ‘

t@gedy in Christ in Concrete and The Renitent has behind 1t a concept of

g

!

3
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universal order, Di Dondato's commdy. presupposes social order. OUne can see in

the novel Three Circles of Light that Di Donato, while taking seriously the

search }or human justice, can laugh at an absurd éuast for it in New Jersey.

Uncle Barbarosso, a bachelor 'by destinfm«and a devbut anarchist,-agg a
A",

»

beloved pet dog General Garibaldi. BecauBe the dog is old, rheumaﬁic, ang
o

half blind, Barbarosso decides it 'shall leave this exploited world, like a
L . 2 ‘

_ : ‘ 1 .
gfarless warrior on the glorious field of battle, . . ." 0 Barbarosso, the

Epief dynam{tet fof,; builqing foundation company, makes a belt from an old

corset, and wraps belt, dymamite stickéi and the sacred flag of the Garibaidi
legion around €he ariimal. Then he lights the fuse'in a neighbor's yard a
runs for gafety. Surprisinglzl éhe pet is galvanized into movement an uns
after ﬂ1§ master. Garibaldi 1s blown fo kingdom come along with the front of

\ §
the Camplﬂ:ello house. There are'no human injuries, fortunately, snd for once

e
formal justice is served when Barbarosso must pay his neighbors for the damage.
in the Polish Chic1§0 slums of Nelson Algren'’ s books, his people are
geater victims and *ﬁss in conttbl of their destinities than are Di Donato's.
Family and g}ose relationsgips are as important to Algren as to Di{ Donato, but”
the. difference i{s that the social system has so oppregbed the poor that
essential committments and interdependéncies are almost destrcye§. Further~
,more, Algren insists that American societﬁ hgs misconceivéd divine justice.
Algren’'s people have absolutely no bél{ef in legal even-handedness, although
they retain a lingering hope for infafmal and divine equity.

Algran may be the best known of these writers, but critical interpre-

tations have often been unsatisfactory. Barbara Gelfant, in The American

City Novel, has denied his ethnicity, saying that Man With the Golden Arm is

L —
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ot unified bv a common ethnic, racial, or religious bond but rather "by the

common bgtkgrounq of disorder.ll His abil£ty to write truly about the Polish
has been questioned, chiefly, I suspect, because some do not care for his close
scrut iny of the underside of American ;ife.. Attacking Algren's lack of

belief and, by extengion, his abandonnent‘of a search for justfee, Charles ~
¥alcutt has said that Algren haa‘given up on society. Joseph Waldmeir has
called Algren's a "quest without faith'" in a godless world iacking social or .
12

N universal order and meaning.

As edrly, however, as his ﬁarxian and non—eth§ic Somebody in Boots,

Algren's search for justice has consistently held a strong sense of order

° violatad. Petri;}a, in recognition of this, has called Algren a "tragic
. - A .
\ ‘ 7 R
1 poet.“13 Algren has gaid that the writer mugt stand beside the atcused, ''the
" ’ ' Ska 14
losers’: conyicts, prostitutes, grifters, petty pilferers, dru , addicts.

2

These people's greatest crime is to own "nothing at all, in the one land

»

where ownership and virtue are one." He has argued that the "necessity of

bringing th¢ judge on the bench into the dock has begﬁ'the peculiar responsi-

w15 ‘

bility of the writer. Thus, Algren’'s search for equic} and fairness

for the disinherited aims at involving us, his readers, on their behalf As
[ Y

&
Halter Rideout has said, Algren has steadily protested against ''the still

‘ /
limited Amerg§?n democracy that {8" and has affirmed 'the democracy that can
be.?lé This“is his destiny which he 1s still following. Recently he was

reportei to be living in a working class community in New Jersey and wefiting

about’a tripie murder cnnvintion.lq
\\
Never €ome Morning is based an the livem of Polish people among whom

- Algren grew up. * Bruno Lef?; Bicek, the slum boxer and thug, is trapped in
Vi N

poverty. He loves Steff{ Rostenkowski but betrays her by letting her be gang

’ . raped, and then in self-rage he kills a man standing Ln line. The gkng ‘ig
, ¢

1
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delivers Steff{ to a brothel. Her mother, widoqed'and runn}ng a'poolro;m,

 cannot help her daughter. Bruno's bfdriddersmother is also widowed. As a
prostitute Steffi is amodé the hunted,®and the police are‘the’Hunters for

| "protection' momey. Lefty‘becomeg a pimp for Mama Tomek's brothel which
exists with tﬂe cooperation of the-léw. Thus, the legél forc? is part of
Steffi's and Lefty's exploitation. '"Mama Tqmek}a" is, 1n'addition,_an ironic .
comment on broken family life. Donald Black's secsme excellent study The
Behavior of Law is a‘socioiogicai description of societies in whicﬁ the law

<

is not impartial but works !pantitaciyely against the poor and has vertical
l .

downward direction against those who have less of the world's goods. Black

shuwe that law 'is a form of social control which increases in its application

.. as other types of conBrol such as the family are weakened or break down.ls g

Algren's 51ct£9nal world is an artistic rendering and a realistic account of

the breakdown of traditional family ‘and religious structures. A‘sign over
\

the desk of detective '"One-Eye' Tenczara satiri:ei\jonventional ideas of

Y

divine as well as human justice: "I have only myself to blame for my fall"

(Mever Cghe Borning, p. 78). The doctrine of original sig?is thus distorted
in 8 sdciety dedicated to individdality. A recurring refrain is "God has
forgotten us all. . . . He has-forgotten cur‘nameg" (Never Come Morning, p.

L J ) " -
205). The impulse td‘geﬂewe, however, keeps Steffi ﬁmaPing-—she wants to go

. to church but fears she will blaspheme, so she prays in her brothel room.

p €

‘Although Steffi must betray Lefty to~the house.dWmer and police in order to
survive, she g;d Letty transcend their mutual betrayals and plan to marry ayd

L]
F -
reorder their lives. It {s too late, and Lefty is convicted of murger.
Like Di Donato, Algren uses animal images to show that his people are

.
more than just that angd lets images of mutilation reinforce his vision. Steffi

is 8 wingless fly. Lefty is symbolized by a wolf's head in-a taxidermist's

¢

-

Q 4 | ‘,
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window. Fully developing his fiction in Man With the Golden Arm, Algren

fuses concepts of justice into a ccmplicated structure of symbols of animal
1ife religion, and the heart, so that all form an integrated and mssterful
novel, A distinctive structural principle of comic and tragic episodes

further reved¥s Algrén's search for Justice. Moreoﬁe:, in pis desire to right

@

the horrible disordgr of his world, Algren satirically links legal ihjusticg
S v - E .
to what is the conventidfal view of divine Justice, heightening the discrep-

ancy between what {s and what should be, as in the novel's opening scene in

the Divisfon Street police station:

. . M
'/f‘“fa j‘\. . . here God and the ward super work hand in hand and neicher noves
witheut the other's 'assent. God loans .the super cunning and the supeg
' forwards a percentage of the grift on Sunday mornings. The super puts in
the fix for all right-thinking hustlers and the Lord, in turn, puts in' the
T fix for the super, for the super's God is a hustler's God; and as wise, .in
his way, &#s the God of the priests and the- -busineggmen (Han With the
Golden Arwm, p. 7).

The roach floating in a pail of é&rty water in this scene typifiés Frankie
Majcinek's life. Frankie's morphin; addiction i{s the monKﬂ,bn his back. .
Dope is god's medicime. Sparrow Saltskin is Frankie's loyal friend.

Scrounging blind Piggy eats insects. Only ‘the alcohol}c dog Rumdum sleeps

"the sleep of the just" (Man With the Golden Arm, p. 110). Simultaneously we

are reminded of the human heart, Hclly Novotny 8 heart-shaped face tugs st

Frankie's heartfr_Frank has won a purple heart in the Army-—it is the treat-

# 4

YO ment fq:f{his wound which leads to his addiction. The police Captain Bednar-
. : B} ) . ’
ski must will himself an iron heart in order to stand his job. Metal contrasts °
to the heart --the police tower with its red and green lights shining above the

tenements {s 'an {ron caricature" of a Christmas tree, and Frankie's jail

rd

sentence for theft i{s gerved in an "iron sahctuary" (Man With the Golden Arm,

€

Pp. 166 and 168). Frankie's golden arm may help hifh as a dealer - but is the
‘ 1

AN

receptacﬂe of the morphine needle and ultimately the agent of his suicide by
L]
\ . @

| , -
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‘Eanging. A luminous crucifix-hangs on the wall abnve crippled Sophie's
L 4 . '
wheelchair in the tenement apartment, and Sophic feels a '"bond of blood and

pain" with what is to her the lacred heart (Man Hith the Golden Arm, ): 95)

Again, god has forgocteu his own Goegre Bluestone has pointed out that
. Algren's recurrent religious 1magery iL like the chanting of a ritual a
surrogate prayer.lg In this society of guilt, accusatiom, and duffefl‘g,

everyone is crucified: Bednarshi,Sparrow, Sophie, Molly, Frankie. | .

b}
.

) ® '
Algren's {s a heart-wrenching plcture of friendship, lofe, tetderness,
K e .

pride, and dignity, all struggling to -survive in Antek's tavern, Schwiefka's

gambling room, in the deteriorating Polish neighborhood, and within tenement

/

apafnnents. Many of the charicte{%;;eéall'happier, more stable family Kves

»

of their childhoods and youth which they would like to recapture. They relate

to each other on the basis of being Polish and Catholicj Egankie feels respon—

nd >
sible® for Saggie.AAngek offers to loan the dealer money. Prankie wants to

beligve an %d go to mass, he says, 1if he could revﬁrsé the events of his

tlife, "o . . A - ,

Algren's last chap?er "Witness Sheit" combines the style of an inquisi-
tion and ‘a police report for the coroner's {nquest on the body of Francis
M;jcinek. We are the‘Qitnesses who gllow officisldom linked to organize
'religion to destroy human Juséice-anﬂ ng:rﬁe fix on divine justice. Although
Frankie killed the drug pusher Loulie Fégorowski, Bednar only put the heat on
Frankie because it was an election yeaf. . \\\‘

. Algren has said that were he to rewrite this zgvel he‘would not have
Frankfe comit suicide. "A more tragic ending wouléjhave been for him to go
into isolatfon--cut %}mse!f off from people——as many addicts do." Algreﬁ was

true to his visfon in the book, however; but it is instructive that he sees
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isolation as eragic an Amerlcan diseaae affecting us all. 20 At the novel's

4

‘center, Bednar did 4ot understand when a dqfrocked priest in the lineup said

that he was busted for cashing phony checggjjecause. "1 believe we are all

members of one apother” (Man WitH the Golden ArmlAp. 198) . The captain has
" - :

further cut himself off from "communion with humanity' bqfause he has thought

of himgelf as God-likg, -as one "who tempered Justice with Hercy'h(lhn With the

Colden Arm, p. 298). At the end the captain and we know we are all members of
) F

one another. Just as Frankkie, Lefty, Molly, Steffi, and Sparrow achieve moral
awareness. §0 can we, for it is our humanity that is divine
Harry Petrakis also chroaicles the Chicago ethnic experience and like
&

Algren and Di Donato fuses a lyrical style with earthiness $o reaffirm the value’ A \\\

and uniqueness of our husian life. Destiny to Petrakis im intensely personal.
. ! £

 Petraki{s has said that regardless of how mad or pretentious it may sound, he

3 o
has felt a sense of "destiny," a path of "redemption" open to him through his

writing.z1 Patrakis is less concerned than Algren with legal injuatice, and

informal telationships more often succeed than thzy“do in Algren's works. Like
the other two writers, Petrakis Values informaljhuman Justice within a web of

relationships and mutual help. He, too,lquescions divine Christian justice but

~adds another dimension to his quest, the Gfeek mythic concept. The Odyssey ‘of

Kostas Volakis recalls Homer, while the headnote is frem Ecclesiastes: "Truly

the lighg\is suqet.(} . yet let him remember the days of darkness: for they

shall be nany,u2 Kostas and Kateriga work Lut ;heir de:tiny by fléeing o
impoverished Cre;e for Chicago. Afcgf years of. tenement .dwelling and gruelling

l .ber I{n a cousin's regtaurant, they achigve and share the joys, of a house,

family, friends, and material comfort. But they suffer, too. They lose a

child through {llness, and when one son Alex kills another, like Cain and Abel,

'3
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in a family quarrel, Kostas casts Alex out of his family and heart. Alex.goes
. v .

to prison for his crime. After ten years Kostas relents and visits Alex!at

Joliet. . In & grim and moving scene over ﬁhic@\liea the chill of death, fat ers\

‘and son are reconciled. Another crucial scane in The Odyssey is of the

/

+

-

dedicated, compassionate Father .Markos debating faith with the atheist, an

eﬂudly good man, Dr..Barbaris. When they ask Kostas to settle the argument,
) T . .

.he replies: ) L)

t

'I don't know. . . . There.are moments when looking at the fates\ of my
children or when remembering my dead that I cannot bear that -God m{ght

not exist. There are other times when it seems madness to think hA could
be a witness to what takes place each day and night on earth. But whether
he exists or not . . . we should live our lives as though he existed'

(The Odyssey of K0§tas Volakis, p. 100).

“

The closure finds Koatas deciding that in spite of all pain and sufferins, he

would "encounter again the destiny of all men," which is to liv; hic life

-&

(The Odyssey of Kostas Volakis, p. 271). -
The Greek-American scholar Thépdore Spiautos believes that adherance

[ ' .
to the Greek church for Greek Americans is a-natfonal sentiment 6 a unit;:§>

23

cultural force, rather thah a religious conviction. This seems so for many

of Petrakis'|characters, 1ncluding Matsoukas in A Dream of Kin g 2.

\ !
Odysaeus-1ike Matsoukas is a poat World War IT immigrant, a veteran oﬁ\she

L)

war against the fasciZ{s. He thus demonstrates that collective relationships
must not be carried to a toéalitarian extreme. Living in Chicago among the /
poor and mngkinal, he }s clever and survival oriented and huatlgs a living s;
an astrologer, poet, real estate agent, instructor of wréstling; c;unseilor on
masturbation and bedwetting--anything to make a dollar. He loves his two
daughters, éaith and Hope, and his disenchanted wife, though like Geremio he

is a wine drinking, lusty pleasure seeker and woman chaser. Like Di Donato

and Algren, Petrakis blends comedy and tragedy. In a brilliantly funny scene,

\
15



he imagines an {llegal gambling den, the Minean Music House, as Ariscophones
e cityy of birds, a clJ\H—cuckoo borough “and the ganblers as a feathered company
of pigeons ind aparrova. falcons and hauks. Petrakis also uses images of, k .
- animals to emphasize our human divingty. Matsoukas passionately loves hi? son,
a modern Ttlemachu<’ blind and retarded Stavros who is a "small blatk moth
‘ginned to the ground in a raging shell,' a caged.and crippled hird with vhcm

Matsoukas can communﬁwh_(A Dream of Kings, p. 25) Because of Stavros,

+

N 4 -
Matsoukas questions divine justice. After the boy suffers a particularly.

) &

/ -. L ¢
savage se}:ure in church, Matsoukas says.thag"nis,god could apportion out

{ - ¢
heaven add hell but nagrgod and "glory have ga:: and error and chance rule the

~ r

world, Matsoukas dakes the sign of the cross over the silent church,’ "Man

have ﬁércy‘upon you. . ." (A Dream of Kings, P- 92).

Onci’afain, 1nfofmal jus{écé prevails,,and a kind of Greek destiny is\
achieved . Matsoukas wants_#p return to Greece for he believes the Greaek sun
'fS‘E‘;l his son's sick body.. ,But Matsoukas Kas bad-lyck and cannot get up

the fare. An inveterate, usually honest gambler, ‘he resorts to.chndtins. The
Turkish house ;an discovers Matsouk;s dsing lo#ded dice and beats him up; only
sparing the Greek because Matsoukas pleads ébr his l1ife for the sake of his
. )
son. When he drags himself home, his mother-in-law shr;egs. "God has ﬁunisheé
you for your fiithy body . . . for all the debpuchad evil of your heart.

Bastard! Animal! Filth!" (A Dreag of Kiqg_L p. 154). Here again_is a warped

concept dof divine falrness. It is the dealer Cicero who loves Matsoukas and is
right ébout his friend--Matsoukas has been chosen for eternal disaster but
takes each catastrophe and blow and turns them ;kto a kind of triumph, giving

"1ife the offering of an undivided heart" (A Dream of Kings, pp. 108-109). As

‘ Matsoukas has said, "There are laws of the heart , . ., which transcend the

A
. .

a statement Algren might have made (A Dream of Kings, p. 119).

laws of meﬁ,

16
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Matsoukas' wite sseals her mother's hidden heard of money and urges her hus-

¢

bandband to take it g0 he and Stavros can’fly to Creece, Ne knows, ds‘wé Qq,
that‘Stavros will die and‘:that Matsoukas §111 return to his Chicago family.
But‘her'deed\e?d his act of ffith'testify to life. ' | |

<1 Petrakis' In therLahd 6£{Morniggraggin attests to;divine justice

, , / : .
within Creek mythology.25 Its ‘title, like Algren's Nevey Come Morning, recalls y

s

-

prayer but is obviously more positive. Like Algren, Pétrakis seeks our

involvement and commitment. -A Chicago recreation of the Orestean trilogy, the,
& . h

homecoming of Orestes is that of young Alex Rifakis, alienated and deﬁresaed,
\ from Viet Nam. If there is8 a statement on legal injustice) it is that Alex's
Chicago neighborhood i{s undergoing urban renewal and remihds him of the rujned
{ - -

. / fﬂ"’
, Viet Nam landacgpe.- The Rifakis are a cursed family. In Alex's absence, his -

A,

mother Asmene Rifakis (Clytemnestra) has také;:a over, the gqngstér Antonio
a heart attack. Now Gallos

r.}/,zfgizlos (Aegisthus), and Alex's fa@her has died o

fs killed .in his bath by a grudge-bearing emploxﬁe. Alex is involved as he

has accompanied the assassin in an effort to d;hccver his mother with Gallos
and kill her. She escapes. When Alex senses the depth of her love and grief
for Gallos, he is repentent. Although he hag been confused and lost, he is 2

drawn to a young war widow who has an infant son, and together‘they manage to
1

finally salvage something of a future forttbnwmlves.

A priest is central to this novel. Father Naoum once believed life

0 .

had coherence and ratiogﬁligy. Neither a prophet nor saint, he is the good man
I &
{nvolved with and dedicated to others.\\@is portrait is reminiscent of Petrakis'

\
own father in Stelmark: A Family Recollection, a beautiful rendering by Petrakis

of growing up Greek and poor in qLicagu. At one point the priest-father, when T
asked to sign a legal petition barring Blacks from byiﬂng or renting neighbor-
4 .
s | N
| - ! ~.
| ' 17
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,Lrhe title is from an old Sicilian saying. The other three virtues
are prudence, temperarhte, and fortitude. u

lefinition from The éxford Universal'ﬂicqionnry, ed. C. T.
‘Onions (Oxferd: C rdndon 1955), as well as from rces on the law.

3B¢rnnrd F. Rodgers, Jr., "The Song of the Thrush: An Interview With
Harry Hayk Petrakis," Chicago Review, 28, No. 3 (Winter 1977), 111. This is’
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;‘ hood property, replles that he will 1f the patitioners obtain his b;ss's_signa- «
| ture. Your gishop. they ask? "'The Big Boss,' my‘fatﬁer sajid.' 'Jesus - \\\\\
Chest,'"2° ‘ | ~ ! |
Onceﬁagain,.tée ethnie American writer is &ayins that t self 1is

achieved in'relacionship with others aﬁd responsibility to them. Formal legal

justice .will probably failius. Informal justiEe, based on compassion and

L ad

understanding’, j- still possible and\desirable. Bivine justice is often

» ~

{nscrutable, but there is a constant moral law by which one tries to live.
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